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Theater superstitions- candles, cats, mirrors, Macbeth and more!
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We all know them- theater superstitions and ghost stories. Whether you are a patron, staff, cast or crew of theater, you’ve heard stories, yarns, tales and
anecdotes surrounding theater in general, or even a specific venue.
 
In this first of a two-part series about Cleveland theater ghost stories and superstitions, we’ll delve into popular superstitions that pervade the stage.
 
FLOWERS
If an actor gets flowers before a performance, it’s seen as a bad omen for the performance. However, just the opposite is true- if a performer receives
flowers AFTER a show, it’s lucky.
 

THREE CANDLES
Candles in threes are said to be bad, whether on or backstage.
 
The logical explanation is that costumes, wood surfaces and fresh paint will catch fire easily. However, the more ominous story is
that the closest person to the shortest of the three candles will marry first… OR die. To some people, either one is treacherous.
 
 

 CATS
It’s lucky to have a cat in a theater. It’s bad luck to have one run across the stage during a performance. It’s an ill omen to kick one.
 
Ancient Egyptians regarded cats as gods- if you have a cat in your theater, it was like having a god in your home. Cats have also been said to be the
familiars of witches or contain the souls of vampires.
 
COLORS
It’s unlucky for actors to wear:
 
Blue. In theater’s early days, blue was an expensive and difficult color to create. May cause you to forget your lines.
 
Silver is said to be the color that showed that theater companies had rich benefactors: when large donations were made, the extravagance was shown off
in costumes adorned with silver.
 
Yellows are unlucky for actors to wear, especially if used in vests, hats or ties. In early “morality plays” (common in medieval or Tudor times used as dramatic
interludes that may or may not have contained a moral theme), yellow was used to symbolize the character of the devil.
 
THE  CURTAIN
It is bad luck to look at the audience from the wrong side of (behind) the curtain.
 
The story behind this is that the actor peeking from behind the curtain will not only see family and friends, but also a media critic. The critic sighting can
make any actor nervous, and being nervous can lead to a bad performance.
 

FLOWERS FROM A GRAVEYARD
A closing night tradition exists where the director or leading lady is given a bouquet made of flowers that had been stolen from a
graveyard.
 
Back in the day, actors were so poor that they had to take the expensive buds from new graves.
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 THE GHOST LIGHT
If you don’t leave on a ghost light, the ghosts of past performances will roam the stage; if the theater is left completely dark, a ghost will take that as an
invitation to make itself at home.
 
Logistically, it’s a safety thing to have a light on at all times. A ghost light is an affordable way to avoid accidents. On another line of thinking, a “dark” theater
is a theater without a show, without any activity and without any work for anyone- better not to tempt fate!
 
KNITTING
Whether on stage or in the wings, it’s considered unlucky for an actress to knit.
 
It’s a safety thing- pointy knitting needles can poke holes in costumes and be a hazard underfoot if dropped.
 
MACBETH
Don’t say “Macbeth”, or even quote that play, in a theater. Ever.
 
(Directly quoted answer courtesy of  http://www.steppenwolf.org/watchlisten/backstage/detail.aspx?id=23)
 
“Theater people believe it will bring disaster. In actual fact, Constantine Stanislavski, Orson Welles and Charlton Heston all suffered some catastrophe
during or just after a production of “The Scottish Play.” In 1849, more than 30 New Yorkers were killed when rioting broke out during a performance of the
play. Abe Lincoln read it the night before he was assassinated. If someone else quotes from “The
Scottish Play” inside a theater, you must utter the words “Angels and ministers of grace defend us!” Then the offender must leave the house, turn around
widdershins (counterclockwise) three times, swear and knock to be readmitted.”
 
Another thought is that there is there’s a lot more swordplay in Macbeth than in other plays by Shakespeare, so the more rehearsal you have for swordplay,
the better the chance for injury to the cast. Another thought is that it was used as an early marketing tool in order to get audiences in the door.
 
There’s also a story that says in the first production of Macbeth, the actor playing the title character died either shortly before it opened or after the
production concluded. Still other people say that Macbeth is cursed because the original production cast actual witches and witchcraft, and so the play is
cursed.
 
MAKEUP

1)    Never knock over a make-up kit or evil will follow!
-       All kinds of nasties are on the floor- if you drop it on the floor, you’ll get that same ick on your face.

 
2)    Never use your new set of grease paint makeup on opening night.
-       New and unused makeup on opening night may react differently under lights or look different on the stage than makeup you’re accustomed to using.

 
3)    It’s bad luck to “clean out” your makeup kit
-       Once you throw it away, you’re sure to need it again.
 
4)    If you drop your powder you should dance on it to bring good luck.
-       ???

 
MIRRORS

1)    You should never use real mirrors on a stage – bad luck.
-        Logistically, this is sheer torture for lighting designers and for audience members who might get reflected on! Also, since a stereotype for

actors is one of vanity, it’s said that seeing their own reflection may distract the actor.
 

2)    Real jewelry: it’s unlucky wear it on or backstage.
-       Also reflective like the mirror, plus real jewelry is easy to lose backstage.

 
PEACOCK FEATHERS

Peacock feathers on stage or in other parts of the theater are to be feared.
 
The “evil eye” in a peacock feather is a symbol of misfortune and bad luck.
 
REHEARSALS
Perfect rehearsals are said to be omens of ill fortune and a short run.
 
Actors shouldn’t ever feel 100% confident- this causes a loss of “edge” and every performer knows that nervous adrenaline gives a heightened sense of
awareness for a great show. Being “perfect” may mean over-confidence, which may lead to lazy shows.
 
STUMBLING
In English theaters, it’s said to be an omen of good fortune for the run if you trip in the opening scene on your opening night.
 
If an actress trips over a dress hem AFTER tripping on their first entrance she should pick it up and kiss it.
 
In regards to the actress and dress hem, it either means that it will bring a contract OR that kissing the hem appeases the fairies that tripped them in the first
place.
 
THROWING COAL
Success will come to a new theater if you stand on the stage and throw a piece of coal into the seats.
 
Back in the day, coal was used primarily for heat and light in the theater, especially in the winter months. Perhaps the tradition has something to do with
having plenty of what you need in order to thrive?
 
WHISTLING
Never whistle in a theater!
 
Tech Cues used to be called with sailor's whistles. Therefore if you whistled in a theater, you might be accidentally be calling a cue before it's needed and
cause chaos (ie- early curtain, unnecessary set change, sand bags on a performer’s head, etc.)
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WISHING ‘GOOD LUCK’
Never wish an actor or director or anyone related to a production “good luck”!
 
(All “good luck” explanations quoted courtesy of http://www.angelfire.com/fl3/Defymcbeth/Super3.html)
 
“Wishing anyone, particularly an actor, "Good Luck" is apt to fill them with confidence -- feeling as though they have "luck" on their side. Confidence in an
actor can quickly lead to catastrophe, as it
causes them to lose focus.
 
"Break A Leg" is a very old military term for "taking a knee", or bending down to one knee and breaking the line of the leg. In the theatre it is a reference to
"taking a bow". To wish someone to
"Break A Leg" is to ask them to give the best performance they are capable so that they may deserve to take a bow at performance end-- or, to "Break A
Leg".
 
Another reference to "break a leg" is to slightly bending one's knees. Nervousness and adrenaline can make an actor "lock" their knees, which makes them
look stiff on stage and can lead to feelings of illness under the hot lights and even cause them to pass out. Therefore, to "break a leg" can also be applied
as a reminder to relax, loosen up, and enjoy giving the performance.
 
Yet another explanation: Because the curtains would billow up when raised and lowered, wooden "legs" were sewn into them. Many curtain calls bringing
them up and down would break the
wood ... hence Break a leg = many curtain calls.”
 
---------------------
I’m looking for YOUR CLEVELAND GHOST STORIES! Part 2 of this series will feature tales, anecdotes, stories and creep-outs from local Clevelanders on
Cleveland theater ghost lore.
 
If you have a story we can include, contact Kate at KateMillerExaminer@yahoo.com with:
 

1)    Your name
2)    If you are a patron, staff member, crew, actor, etc.
3)    Name of the theater (if using a specific theater as reference)
4)    Your story!

 
Can be ANY length (short or long) and can be formal or informal. The important thing- it’s all about what YOU’VE been through or heard.
###
 
As always, if you have ANY performing arts related story that would be of interest to our readers, contact Kate at KateMillerExaminer@yahoo.com.
 
Please be sure to be clear in your request for coverage and please introduce yourself and your organization- don’t just send a blind press release if we
haven’t corresponded before: I’d like to know who you are a bit.
 
Many Thanks!!!
Kate
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